reports of the European settlers in Natal, the Zulu peoples have gained their reputation as ruthless warriors, as well as a people with no religion.
On the Zulu side, however, the need for survival to the preconceived ideas of the European missionaries and traders and to the colonialism of the European powers made them tenaciously defend their cultural heritage, and their former pride and political position in South Africa have been regained in the 20th century under Buthelezi.
Nowadays, the largest Zulu population can still be found in the region of KwaZulu on the eastern coast of Africa, but many live in the cities of urban South Africa where, according to an estimate, approximately 8 million South Africans considered themselves Zulu or members of closely related ethnic groups in the 1990s.
As historical sources put it, the African peoples who settled in subequatorial Eastern and Southern Africa descend from two broad groups:
• the Khoi-San, hunters and cattle raisers, ochre-skinned races descendent of Early Stone Age progenitors, who lived all over Southern Africa; and • the Bantu, a term derived from the Zulu collective noun for "people" of Black races who lived in the Great Lakes region of subequatorial Central-to-East Africa. Bigger, stronger, more aggressive, and technologically more advanced, they displaced those of Khoi-San origin when a growing population required more land.
The Bantu-speaking people were divided into two broad groups: Nguni-speaking people who are the Zulu ancestors, and speakers of other African languages.
The Nguni people are named after the charismatic figure who is said to have led a migration from Egypt to the Great Lakes via the Red Sea corridor and Ethiopia and settled in the mystical Embo.
At that time, there was not even a clan called Zulu among those who made up the Nguni people but their wealth was measured in cattle, a tradition that continued throughout the modern Zulu Kingdom.1
Most of the speakers of other languages, such as Sotho, Tswana, Tsonga, and Venda, lived in the interior of the country. Some 3,000 years ago, when the explosion in population of both people and livestock led inevitably to the quest for new land, the Nguni chiefs began moving their communities. First, they moved east and southeast into the territory making up modern-day Zambia and Zimbabwe and later, during the 16th century, into the beautiful coastal strip of Maputaland, modern Mozambique.
Under this extreme pressure, the Lala people, descended from the Khoi-San, were forced to either integrate or move on.
These are historical divisions of what is nowadays generally known as the Zulu peoples, whose background of historical conquests has made them a multicultural society bound together by similar languages, similar rituals and celebrations performed around common symbols, and common African systems of beliefs.
The social organization of the Nguni clan included an extended polygynous family determined by male lineage as well as other relatives through a variety of kinship ties and people who had attached themselves to the household or imizi.
These social units were politically organized into chiefdoms ruled by the dominant lineage of the strongest clan.
Chief dom typically included a group of related patrilineal clans or descent groups united by common ancestry only a few generations deep.
These paramount chiefs, however, had insufficient military strength to guarantee loyalty among the vassal chiefs, and their influence thus expanded or disappeared as the result of shifting allegiances or the birth of new clans as chiefs' sons went forth to establish new homesteads.
This was exactly what happened to the ruling days of Malandela, when such a clan came into being by virtue of his son, Zulu, a high spirited and determined young man whose name means Heaven.
Zulu, his wives, and his followers accompanied the new clan further south to the Mkhumbane River basin where he established his own small realm -the first KwaZulu, or Place of Heaven or Sky. Cattle were central to most Nguni economies, with an almost complete dependence on herding and crop cultivation, often supplemented by hunting. Cattle were also used for the lobola (dowry) that added more wealth to the clan when the girls were married off; cattle were also the source of meat and milk, with their hides used for clothing and battle-shields. Cattle, and especially the cattle-fold where rituals and ceremonies in veneration of the ancestors took place, were of ritual significance too.
The clan's homesteads were arranged in a crescent at the higher end of a sloping piece of land with irregularly shaped fields for planting grains and vegetables around it, which made them selfsufficient entities (see Figure 1) . Until the 18th century or later, historians believe, these chiefdoms were not united under a king or monarch.
In 1805, Dingiswayo, the leader of the Mthethwa people, had become increasingly important due to his military conquests and dominated much of the region north of the Tugela River. In 1879, the Zulus inflicted that major defeat to the British armies at Isandhlwana, but this triumph paradoxically dictated the destruction of the Zulu nation as an independent kingdom.
The Zulu empire weakened after Shaka's death in 1 828 and fragmented, especially following military defeats at the hands of the Afrikaners and the British.
Zululand, the area north of the Tugela River, was invaded by the British armies and finally incorporated into the British colony, Natal, in 1887.
Among the many consequences of the destruction of the Zululand as an independent nation, there is one that needs special reference: the increasing activity of the missionaries among the Zulu peoples and their consequent conversion to Christianity. It is of no wonder, then, that the Zulu -being a Nguni people said to have descended from Egypt to the Great Lakes via the Red Sea corridor and Ethiopia -focus primarily on the principle they call Ubuntu: They exist because other people exist. This is a powerful concept that they define as the belief that humans are humans only because they interact with other people and nature, and if they were to ignore the rest of humanity and try to live in a vacuum, they would be less than human. This is also the core of the Zulu Personal Declaration that begins ( The whole set of narratives translated by Callaway unanimously points to Unkulunkulu as an agelessness concept of a first human being who came to be before time, as we conceive it, and is said to have made all things and given them to humankind to dispose of them. Then he died.
Although the presence of Europeans and
He did not leave any laws or regulations to be followed, the living present being but the renewed follow-up of past experiences, the actualization of a previous matrix inscribed on an immemorial time whose teachings is the ancestors' duty to perform.
Because the Zulu people believed in a human first creator who died away, Unkulunkulu, unlike a Supreme God, has less influence on their lives (Berglund, 1976 , was also quite aware of this) than the spirit of the ancestors whom they can place in a time they can recognize.
When we take the Zulu oral traditions of creation, the notion of Unkulunkulu itself is a personal concept, creating and backing away, lost in a non-time dimension, which seems much closer to the Kemetic concept of a First Occasion (Tep Zepi) that contains all the blueprints of a common life than to the Supreme God of the Chris-tian and Muslim traditions that governs humankind and the entire universe.4
On the other hand, the ancient Kemetic people also dealt with this nontemporal/nonspatial concept of movement from nonexistence into existence. Rather than conceiving of an all-governing God, the Zulu peoples, following ancestral African religious systems, believe in the existence of ever-present ancestral spirits who watch over daily activities, promote social harmony, and create a sense of accountability among its members.
Unlike the word shades coined by Berglund (1976) , which is, in my opinion, both a negative and a static notion reporting to the underneath world of the dead, the concept of spirits applies to all things. African ontological systems revolve around the core concept of the spirits as the vital universal energy that embodies all living things, human beings and nature alike. Africans' holistic concept of humankind and the universe, whose balance and harmony has to be respected, turned the respect for the spirits into a sacred notion that requires a sense of agency.
The concept of an Almighty God ruling over humankind and the universe as well as the polarized notions of good and evil and the Judaic-Christian sense of guilt centered on the individual are therefore incompatible with the African notion of collective agency and reciprocal respect. Inversely, among African peoples, good and bad coexist and are part of everything and of everyday life. It is every human being's responsibility to prevent chaos and actively seek for balance and harmony in the community. Instead of guilt, shame is taboo among Africans. It is shameful to be cast out from the community when wrong actions create chaos and the disturbance of ontological order.
Therefore, it is all members of the homestead's requirement to be at peace with one another and nature. For instance, before social events or medicinal treatment can take place, peace and harmony among lineage members have to be achieved, and this provides a significant incentive to resolve their differences expediently.
Because there is no written book of precepts to guide their moral and ethical life, Zulu peoples, following traditional African systems of beliefs, depend on the spirit of the ancestors to teach them the principles of harmony, of visible and invisible, the human and nonhuman, the matter and the mind.
Under this holistic and communal wisdom, whose archetypal imprints date back to the spirit of the ageless ancestor Unkulunkulu, oral traditions of the Zulu peoples developed their ontological and cosmological systems, whose thought patterns and experiences are evinced by Zulu histories of creation.
The various reports by old Zulu people of different ethnic groups, as they appeared in Callaway (1884/1967), are unanimous about a central concept of antiquity, the old-old one or the great-great-great grandfather, the first ancestor who no longer is, who died and no longer exists. This timeless conceptual framework in clans like the Amazulu, the Amabaka, the Unokgopoza, and the Uzimase embodies the generative notion of priorityUmvelinqangi (meaning the first out-comer or the first to break off) and the potential source of being, Uthlanga, a feminine concept, and Unsondo, the moral concept of perfection and goodness as well as physical beauty.
Unkulunkulu, both the ancient man and woman,5 is assigned by the Zulu peoples to a period when ancients understood the history of creation and told the new generations the accounts of Unkulunkulu and of the ancients of long ago. This is the reason that the conceptual idea of a Supreme Being whom they must worship does not fit into the Zulu people's system of beliefs. No one worships or prays to Unkulunkulu because he is so far away. He is so separated from them in their minds that direct connection between humankind and Unkulunkulu has progressively been erased and he is not regarded as a common deity. He is as natural as rain, food, and corn and men and women know of his existence through these manifestations that are the everyday living proof of the existence of a first creator. The idea of the Zulu peoples being indebted to the first creator has to do merely with the good things he created for them to have a pleasant life in harmony with nature. Actually, he created everything; heaven, earth, and everything that exists did not come into existence until Unkulunkulu pronounced them, named them, designated them, and taught human-kind how to use them. This is again the central philosophical concept that can be traced back to ancient Kemetic civilizationthe power of Nommo (cf. Asante, 1990; Karenga, 1993) .
He left to the human beings the responsibility of the ethical behavior, of the good and bad deeds, and the ancestors as bearers of balance and harmony in the community.
Zulu peoples are, therefore, ancestors' venerators. They pray to, or else they venerate and respect, the Amatongo or Itongo, which is the spirit of the ancestors, the spirit of the dead whom they call Amadholozi (plural of Idhlozi) or Umoya, whom they believe will take care of the living lineage, their wealth, cattle, and the harmony in the kraal. The Amatongo are, therefore, in charge of bringing correction, cure, balance, and harmony into the community for the good of everybody and are as much present in the homestead just as the living members of the lineage. Communion with the spirit of the ancestors is perhaps the hugest part of traditional Zulu culture performed in the ritual sacrifice of cattle.
Wrong deeds in the community are "censored" by the spirits of the ancestors or Amadhlozi -those whose life is still remembered and whose teachings and examples are to be followed -and propitiatory rites are made in their honor.
The dead of a lineage -Amadhlozi or Itongo, those who died and became the inhabitants of the spirit world -manifest their spirit (Amatongo) by means of dreams, omens, or symbols that generally come as advice, warnings, or protection. These are interpreted by a diviner or a doctor and require the sacrifice of an animal (a bullock or a goat). Cattle killing is then the most important ritual among the Zulu, and specific places within the kraal are, for that matter, the back wall of the chief's homestead where there is a shrine, called umsamo, to revere the Amatongo, the doorway through which the spirits of the ancestors are welcome, and the cattle enclosure for the sacrifices in their honor, as we have already seen.
Zulu's functional system of beliefs is completed by the symbolic position of Earth -a feminine concept of origin -and Sky -the masculine concept above. This symbolic position ties up human-kind and nature as the balancing subjects of creation like the crops and the rain.
They say that Unkulunkulu had his origin in a bed of reeds and water as well as everything else, and the knowledge of everything that was brought forth by the power of the word of Unkulunkuluthe power of Nommo. From the Sky above, personified by the spirit of the Lord-of-the-Sky, who emerged from the reeds like everything else, the Zulu got their name (Zulu = sky).
According to the stories of creation, the sky is a big blue rock stretched across the surface of the earth, which is flat. The earth is conceived as being held up on the horns of four great bulls that are the cause of the earthquakes whenever they shake their heads. The sky is different from the earth only in the sense that it is believed to have perpetual light. Otherwise everything is similar to earth. The Lord-of-the-Sky, like the chief of the kraal, has his own cattle that, by tramping on the muddy ground of the sky during the rainy season, make the holes through which the sky light filters that are named the stars. Actually, the Zulu peoples did not interpret the thunder and the lightning as the wrath of God, neither did they conceive of such a divine entity.6 For the Zulu peoples, the thunder and the lightning mean that the king of the sky is playing with his wives. He is not angry. As for the lightning or hail, because they can kill people or cattle or destroy the crops, it is believed that they affect only those whose wrong deeds have harmed the harmony of the community or the balance of nature.
These are omens whose meaning requires the extraordinary knowledge of the doctors, the most important person in the social hierarchy next to the king or chief. As it is evinced by the diagram in the appendix, the Zulus' social organization, mirrored in the topography of the kraal, reflects both Zulus' cosmological and religious interpretations of the world. But they also mirror an imbricate pattern where sorcerers and witches, following the popular expansion of Christian concepts of good and evil, the god and the devil, easily mingled with the naturalistic trend of the Africans' cosmological perspectives.
